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THE CUISINE OF THE MUSLIMS
Ibrahim Chabbouh

If the intention is to document sources and create a
methodology, it is probably difficult for a single scholar
to encompass the entire sphere of cookery and cuisine
throughout the history of Islamic civilisation. The
landscape is vast, the actors are countless and their
tastes endlessly varied; the nature of the land is uneven
and its bounty uncertain and irregular, with abundance
and scarcity locked in perpetual rivalry. Whether a man
succeeds in improving his livelihood or not is
determined by both natural forces and social customs,
he might become a productive hard worker or an idle
laggard. This cycle is continuously repeated with the
ebb and flow of history and the unending alternations of
war and peace. Between the two extremes of abundance
and scarcity man struggles for survival and sustenance,
turning simple ingredients into elaborate food whenever
his circumstances allow.

This relatively brief talk will not even attempt a rough
outline of the subject of food, cookery and dining in the
Muslim world; such a task is far from easy, indeed it is
almost impossible to fulfil through the labours of a
single individual, as I have already mentioned. What I



am attempting is to present a preliminary framework for
a research project that would deal with all elements
related, directly and indirectly, to the culture of food:
the provision of its raw ingredients, the knowledge of its
characteristics and sources, the ideas governing its
cooking, the features of enjoyable dishes and their
ingredients, the collection of texts that contain reports,
stories and fables surrounding food, ingredients and the
preparation of dishes, and the presentation of good food
at the banquets of the rich.

Such a framework provides an approach that is
difficult to follow, especially as food is a record of
human life since the beginnings of time and has always
varied in form and style. We should not, however, be
deterred from examining the issue of texts in this
lecture. Arab-Islamic civilisation has bequeathed many
a document on the subject, and I will make some
reference to them. Other Muslim peoples have also
produced important material in their own languages —
especially Persian, Turkish and Urdu - that should be
studied and cross referenced.

In brief, the culinary arts represent an important field
of anthropology, revealing and helping us to understand
the lives of different peoples and explaining the nature
and evolution of their ways of life. But they are also a
true and accurate expression of the social and cultural
integrity that clearly underlies the actual dishes
produced. A study of cuisine should not therefore be



- confined to the individual ingredients used in recipes
and the methods whereby food is prepared.

%k % Xk

The research should also embrace broader and more
remote topics such as agriculture, the source of food
provided by the land. The study should cover centres of
food production and their resources, the organisation of
irrigation and a study of weather and climate and their
varying effects in different countries.

History has preserved for us scientific sources of high
quality and accuracy. These have acted as tools to
exploit the land by passing on experiences accumulated
over a long period of time: in managing water, knowing
how to extract it from beneath the surface, how to treat
it and use it, how to understand its general properties,
and the special characteristics of great rivers together
with the systems of cultivation based on them.

These sources give detailed accounts of how to
cultivate fruit trees and also recommend the appropriate
times to plant, prune and pollinate. They deal with the
effects of winds and changing temperatures and include
information on how best to deal with pests and other
problems resulting from such climatic fluctuations,
describing how to fertilise the soil and plough the
topsoil to aerate it. These sources also give detailed



accounts of the cultivation of the “major crops™, wheat
and barley, and describe harvesting and the preparation
of threshing floors, as well as the types of bread made
from these cereals and their respective benefits. They
also examine other similar crops, such as rice, corn and
millet, together with dry pulses, such as lentils,
chickpeas, jilban and black-eyed beans. They mention
the types of pulses grown for food, giving timings and
methods of cultivating them, as well as details of their
nutritional value. Another topic covered 1is
arboriculture. There is information on fruiting trees,
whether their fruit is to be eaten fresh or dried, and on
trees that produce no fruit but whose wood is used for
manufacture, construction and fuel.

The best and most detailed example of the works
produced by this early group of agro-scientists is a book
whose translation is attributed to Abia Bakr Amad ibn
‘Ali ibn Washiyyah' (fourth century AH/tenth century
AD) under the title Nabatian Agriculture. Its author
collected together the experiences of the Nabatians and
their predecessors, with a wealth of accurate
observations, precise experiments and sound analyses,
all of which are clearly explained. Given the limited
number of extant manuscript copies, there is no chance
that this large and valuable book was available
throughout the Muslim world. The experience and
1. Abi Bakr Ahmad ibn “Ali ibn Qays al-Kisdani ibn Wahshiyyah,

(fourth century AH/tenth century AD), al-Filahah al-Nabatiyyabh, ed.
Tawfiq Fahd, (3 vols, Damascus, IFS for Arab Studies, 1993).



knowledge it contained were useful, however, and were
disseminated through abridged local versions produced
in different areas. Also surviving is the Book of
"Agriculture by Abi Zakariyyah Yaya ibn Muammad
ibn al-“Awwam al-Ishbili* (sixth century AH/twelfth
century AD), an encyclopaedic work focusing on
Andalusia and the countries of the Maghrib. A similar
work is the Book of Agriculture by Ibn Bassil,> which
was based on the author’s experience of cultivating
different plants and includes his observations on their
growth. He was known among agricultural experts as
“knowledgeable about agriculture, its theory and

9 4

practice; an expert practitioner of agriculture”.

There is also a book entitled al-Mugqni“ f1 al-Filaah, by
Amad ibn Hajjaj al-Ishbil?’ (fifth century AH/ eleventh
century AD) which reveals the author’s unique ability

2. Kitab al-Filihah, British Museum Ms no. P.s 2005/ADD.10.461;
printed under the auspices of Don J. A. Banqueri, (2 vols, Madrid, 1802);
tr. into French Clement Mullet (Paris, 1865).

3. Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Tulaytili ibn Bassal,

(fifth century AH/eleventh century AD), Kitab al-Filahah, ed. José Marie
Miyas Biecrosa and Muhammad ‘Uzayman (Tatwan, Mawalay al-Hasan
Institute, 1955).

4, See the contempory ‘Umdat al-Tabib fT Ma‘rifat al-Nabati li Kull
Labib by an anonymous author. It was examined by Asin Palasios,
Introduction to Ibn Bagsal’s “Kitab al-Filahah”, p. 13. Extracts from this
work appear in Muhammad al-‘Arabi al-Khattab1, al-Aghdhiyyahk wa al-
Adwiyyah ‘ind Mu’allifi al-Gharb al-Islimi, pp. 39-77.

5. Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Hajjaj al-Ishbili, al-Mugni” fI al-Filahah,
ed. Jagir Abii Safiyyah and Saldh Jarrar under the supervision of ‘Abd al-
*Aziz al-Diiri, (The Arabic Academy of Jordan, 1402 AH/1982 AD).



to assimilate the work of his predecessors and select
methods guaranteed to produce a good harvest. It was
based on his knowledge of the land — especially that of
Andalusia - and its traditional agricultural produce.

There is no doubt that this agricultural expertise,
which was recorded in books, was also spread orally
among farmers working the land, and people who
sought advice to deal with the plant pests and diseases
they encountered. It therefore made a valuable
contribution to the provision of basic foods in several
countries. Alongside these agricultural works, we find
others on cookery that are full of references to
agricultural produce and its use in the preparation of
food. This is a subject that should be examined in
greater detail to learn more about the principles of
nutrition and gastronomy.

* k%

Any research should also cover the organised trade that
brought rare spices from eastern Asia to the Arab world
along established land and sea routes. The trade, which
was carried out in the face of danger and adversity,
aimed to satisfy the demand for exotic spices. With the
passage of time, markets came to be supplied with
abundant quantities of spices. As the public came to
associate certain foods with those spices that best
enhance their flavour, the use of these spices became



enhance their flavour, the use of these spices became
established in dishes throughout the Muslim world.
Markets competed with each other to supply them.

Not all spice-growing areas were capable of meeting
demand and satisfying the dictates of taste. Books on.
agriculture, though numerous and covering most
regions of the Muslim world, only dealt with common
spices, such as cumin, caraway and coriander. Other
important kinds of spices could still only be grown in
India and countries further to the east.

There are references of varying levels of detail that
describe the trade that passed, as though along a
permanent bridge, from India to the ports of al-Ubullah,
Siraf, Oman and Aden, and was continued on Yemeni
and Omani boats to the port of “Aydhab on the Red Sea,
through Egypt's eastern desert to the towns of Qiis and
Isna on the Nile and then by boat down the Nile to Cairo
and Alexandria.

One of the most accurate and detailed accounts of this
trade is to be found among the writings of the traveller
Ibn Jubayr.® He described the town of Qiis as being
crowded with travellers coming and going: Yemeni and
Indian traders, merchants from Abyssinia, and
Maghribi, Egyptian and Alexandrian pilgrims who were
starting their desert journey to “Aydhab on their way to

6. Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Kinini al-Andalusi ibn Jubayr, Riblah,
(Beirut, Dar Sader, n.d.), p. 43.



Makkah, travellers and pilgrims who would later return
along the same route. He wrote:

On this road, we sought in vain to count the numbers
of caravans coming and going, especially the caravans
from ‘Aydhab carrying Indian merchandise which had
arrived from Yemen. The produce we saw the most of
was pepper. We saw so much of it that it seemed as
cheap as dust. One of the wonders we witnessed in
this desert was that on the road one met shipments of
pepper, cloves and similar goods abandoned with no
guard. They were left on the side of the road either
because the camels carrying them were exhausted or
for other similar reasons. They were left where they
were until their owners removed them, safe from
harm, in spite of the numerous different types of
people passing by.

Qiis, as described by the traveller al-Tujaybi,’” was the
gathering point for merchants from Yemen, India and
Abyssinia. The latter were known as al-Akarim
(Honourable). Qiis may also have had more goods from
India than any other great city. Many researchers have
written about the so-called “al-karim trade™ and there
has been much discussion about the philological

significance of the name. The truth is that it is a
7. Mustafad al-Tujaybi, al-Rihlah wa al-Ightirab, (Libya-Tunisia, al-Dir
al-*Arabiyyah li al-Kitab, 1975), p. 73.

8. Subhi Labib, “al-Tijarah al-Karimiyyah wa Tijarah Misr fi al-"Usiir al-
Wustd”, al-Majallah al-Tarikhiyyah al-Misriyyah, vol. iv, no. 2, (May
1952).
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simplified form of “al-Akarim”, the honorary name
given to the merchants who were engaged in this wide-
ranging trade.

Any proposed research must also include tableware and
its manufacture from different kinds of wood, copper
and pottery. Museums around the world are full of
examples of Islamic plates, dishes, bowls, trays and
pots, all examples of artistic excellence. The metal
dishes have a distinctive” ornamentation — foliage,
human forms and geometric patterns — and are
considered to be masterpieces of their periods of
Islamic civilisation. While metal cutlery and tools were
limited in number and were liable to be adapted for
other uses — with the result that only a few have
survived — pottery is the great art form which has, from
prehistoric times onwards, been regarded as the
standard of different cultures and societies. Islamic
pottery was very advanced, both in terms of artistic
expertise and scientific technique. Muslim craftsmen
had a sophisticated knowledge of chemistry, having
perfected the art of mixing various colours and excelled
in producing coatings, enamels and all types of glazes
that protected the baked clay against seepage. This
made possible the manufacture of beautiful works of
art, expressions of a highly advanced popular culture.

11



Schools of Islamic art have bequeathed an impressive
legacy of pottery artefacts of varying shapes and
culinary functions, decorated with calligraphy, flowers,
and animal and human forms and coloured in a range of
bright, dark and shimmering tones. I discovered some
of the secrets of these colours in a rare manuscript’® I
published in the journal of the Institute for the History
of Arab and Islamic Sciences at Johann Wolfgang
Goethe University in Frankfurt am Main, Germany.

There was strict official control" of the manufacture
of pottery. The use of lead in glazes was, for example,
prohibited on health grounds. The wealthy and
powerful elites were enthusiastic and proud collectors
of Chinese dishes, prized for their dense, air-free clay,
their strong glaze and their size. Merchants imported
them, especially to the Arab world, from far distant
places of manufacture. Local manufacturers tried to
imitate the delicacy, colour and engraved decorations of
these imports, and high demand meant that fakes
proliferated at certain times."

9. Muhammad ibn Maymin al-Marrakishi, “Kitab al-Azhar f1 ‘Amal al-
Ahbar”, Majallah Tarikh al-'Ulim al-‘Arabiyyah wa al-Islimiyyah,
introduction by Ibrahim Chabbouh, (Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der
Arabischen-Islamischen ‘Wissenschaften Sonderdruck Band 14,

1422 AH/2001 AD), p. 53; Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq, Kitab al-Tabikh. “The
cook should use Makkah earthenware pots, the best of which are large,
with sides that are not too steep. They should be smooth and resistant to
cracks and breakage.”

10. See Ibn al-Ikhwah, Maalim al-Qurbah ff Ahkam al-Hisbah, al-
Hisbah ‘ala al-FakhiranT wa al-Ghada’iri, pp. 326-327 and al-Hisbah ‘ali
Qudiir al-Khazaf wa al-Kizan, p. 325.

11. In 1982, I myself discovered the remains of a large factory at a site

12



Pottery is a rich and multifaceted subject and its
intimate connections with food and eating merits further
research.

® % %k

Further research must also include identification of the
properties of individual plants and spices used in
medicine and food. It is important to know what
happens when individual ingredients are combined in
one dish, to determine their nutritional values, and to
understand how they interact. The Arabs appreciated
very well Galen’s saying: “Knowledge of the powers of
foods is perhaps the most useful medical science of all.”

The “powers of foods” is a subject of investigation
that developed early under the influence of Greek
culture and the translations of botanical books, from
Dioscorides’ De materia medica onwards. The Muslims
expanded the information in the book greatly and
refined its terminology.”? The seventh treatise, which
deals with avoiding eating harmful foods and healing
any resulting damage if they are eaten, is a good
example of this. This type of information became
widely disseminated, spread by word of mouth and
11. (continued) called Kiid al-Musayyalah, about 20 km from the city of
Aden. There I was able to pick up fragments of porcelain that had been
damaged in the oven and simply discarded on the ground.

12. For detailed information on this, see the biography of Sulayman ibn
Hassan ibn Juljul in Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah, ‘Uyin al-Anba’ ff Tabaqat al-
Aibba’, vol. ii, p. 46.
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confirmed by experience, and in elite culture became
the subject of research. The best example of such
knowledge of the properties of foods is a story told
about Caliph al-Ma’muin,” who invited ten scientists to
dine with him. Whenever a dish was placed on his table,
he would look at it and say:

This is good for so and so; or that is beneficial for so
and so. Anyone suffering from phlegm and damp
should avoid this; or anyone suffering from hepatitis
should eat that. Anyone wishing to increase the size of
his muscles should eat this; anyone needing only to be
nourished should confine himself to that.

He would continue to comment on all the dishes served
until the table was cleared.

Writings on this topic are legion. One of the oldest
and most important is Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah (The Book
of Foods) by Ishaq ibn Sulayman al-Isra’ili al-
Qayrawani,” which is considered to be one of the
earliest bridges between Arab medicine and older
traditions; Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah by Abu Marwan “Abd
al-Malik ibn Zuhr,"” which he wrote for the Muwahhidi
caliph, ‘Abd al-Mu’min ibn “Al1, and prefaced with an
13. Muhammad Farid al-Rafa‘, ‘Asr al-Ma’miin.

14. Ishaq ibn Sulayman al-Isra’1l1, Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah, published with
illustrations, (4 vols, Frankfurt, Institut fiir Geschichte der Arabischen-
Islamischen Wissenschaften, 1406 AH/1986 AD).

15. Muhammad al-'Arabi al-Khattabi (ed.), Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah wa al-
Adwiyyah ‘ind Mu’allif1 al-Gharb al-Islami, (Introduction and Texts),

14



introduction to the relationship between food and the
four seasons, naming the foods suitable for each season.
The book contained a survey of various types of meat,
whether animal, fish or fowl, and described their
benefits. There is also a treatise by Muhammad ibn
Zakariyya al-Razi' on the benefits of certain foods and
the remedies needed to counter the harmful effects of
others. His work consists of a response to, and
correction of, the works of Galen and is clearly the
result of serious scientific effort. Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah
by Hunayn ibn Ishdag, which he wrote for a prince,
summarised Galen's writings on the properties of foods,
identifying those that produce good blood in the body
and those that produce a baser mixture.

Abua al-Walid ibn Rushd (Averroes)” also wrote
about food in Kitab al-Kulliyyat, as did Muhammad ibn
Ibrahim al-Rundi® in his own Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah and
Muhammad ibn Khalsiin."”

15. (continued) (Beirut, Dér al-Gharb al-Islami, 1990), p. 81; Expiracion
Garcia Sanchez (ed. and tr.) in the Series of Andalusian Sources, no. 4,
(Madrid, Higher Council for Research, Institute for Co-operation with
the Arab World, 1992).

16. Cairo, al-Matba“ah al-Khayriyyah, 1305 AH.

17. Tbn Rushd “al-Kulliyyat f1 al-Tibb", p. 395, in Muhammad ‘Abid al-
Jabiri (ed.), al-Qaw! fT Ashkhas al-Aghdhiyyah, (Beirut, Arab Unity
Studies Centre, 1999).

18. Muhammad al-"Arabi al-Khattabi, Kitab al-Aghdhiyyah wa al-
Adwiyyah, pp. 183-209.

19. Muhammad ibn Yisuf al-Andalusi ibn Khalsin, Kitab al-
Aghdhiyyah, ed. Suzanne Gegandet, (Damascus, French Institute, 1996).
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Theories about the properties of particular foods were,
in facg, a preoccupation of the wealthy classes, who paid
- great attention to the physical effects of their foods.
These theories were also part of the simple medical lore
that was current among most social classes, especially
in the large cities. In addition to specific diseases and
the foods that should be avoided because of them, there
were demands for certain foods which were written
about in detail by the great physicians of the time.
Perhaps the most clandestine and yet most successful of
these studies concerned aphrodisiacs, a subject
continually written about since antiquity. In the course
of time the subject became a mixture of legend and
superstition and was no longer considered to be purely
physiological, as it had been by early writers. For
example, al-Razi’s famous treatise on al-bah (sexual
powers), ‘which al-Shayzari® then used in Jambharat al-
Islam. The subject became closely associated with
amulets and magical charms, though food was still
considered to be very important.

® %k %

Research should also cover the understanding of the
senses of taste and smell — which facilitate appreciation
and enjoyment of good food — through a brief survey of
the understanding reached by the philosophers and

20. Published by the Institut fiir Geschichte der Arabischen-Islamischen

Wissenschaften, no. 354. There is an original manuscript copy in Leiden
Library, reference OR.585.
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physicians of these times, as expounded in their great
works.

I note that the writers listed by Ibn al-Nadim? as
authors of works on cookery also wrote books about
enjoyable food and perfumes, or what they called “the
eaten” and “the smelt”.

This ‘observation draws our attention to the
importance given to a good aroma when preparing food.
Achieved through the correct combination of individual
ingredients, it can be modified by spices to produce a
pleasant taste and appetising smell.

The twin subjects of smell and taste attracted the
attention of Muslim physicians. They dedicated much
of their research to these and other senses. They
discussed them in their works on anatomy and
dissection, which dealt with the body in its entirety, and
considered them to be faculties connected to the brain.
For example, the philosopher Abii al-Walid ibn Rushd
(Averroes) wrote: “As for the four senses — hearing,
sight, smell and taste — it is clear that the brain was
created to allow them to function, and they are located
therein ... each of them has its own mechanism ... with
regard to the special mechanism for touch, there are
many doubts”.” He also wrote, “The tongue has been

21. Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 493.
22. Ibn Rushd, al-Kulliyyat fT al-Tibb, p. 191.
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prepared for the act of tasting ... At the base of the
tongue are two ducts leading to the glandular flesh
known as the ‘saliva source’, whose function is to wash
the foods being tasted to reveal their flavour in the
mouth.”*

Among all the cookery books which are part of our
heritage — and which we shall examine below — is one
that has distinguished itself by its intelligent
observation about the contradictory traditions relating
to taste and appreciation of food in different places. It
was written anonymously in Muwahhidi Andalusia. Its
author remarked:

Many desire and even prefer types of food that others
detest. Some foreigners cook rice with “summag” and
take great delight in it; others dislike it. “Mallah”
[sun-baked bread] is liked by the people of the desert,
for it is their food, while city-dwellers hate it; many
people eat clarified butter and use it for flavouring
while others cannot stand its smell, let alone its taste.
So, if someone dislikes a particular type of food or
taste, we must not assume that this will be the case for
everyone. Men’s characters, abilities, preferences,
constitutions, habits and desires differ.*

23. Ibn Rushd, al-Kulliyyat fT al-Tibb, p. 194.
24. Al-Tabikh fT al-Maghrib wa al-Andalus, p. 7.
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The consensus among the most skilled chefs is that a
knowledge of spices is essential in their work, the basis
of cooking.” Dry coriander, for example, plays a role in
all dishes, its merit being that it keeps food in the
stomach until digested while cumin reduces wind.
These descriptions are common in cookery books, as
well as being found in books about individual
medicines and medical encyclopaedias, such as the
Qanin of Ibn Sina (Avicenna). Interest in spices is not,
however, confined to their medicinal benefits. They
play a larger role, singly or in combination, in
producing- pleasurable aromas. It is the aroma that
creates enjoyable food, that is foecd with an appetising
smell, as we experience food first through our olfactory
sense before tasting it with the tongue.

* ok %k

The final element in this complex research framework
is the literature associated with the subject. Arab
literature about cuisine includes important texts written
at different times in Muslim history about eating (and
the customs and anecdotes connected with it),
descriptions of food and its preparation together with
poetic discourses on the subject. In an endeavour to
encompass all this variety, I have divided the texts into
three categories: literary anthologies, poetry and
cookery books.

25. Al-Tabikh fT al-Maghrib wa al-Andalus, p. 79.
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The first category comprises old literary anthologies
such as the work of al-Shanfari, who wrote: “I keep
delaying the onset of hunger until I kill it; I drive away
all mention of it — and so forget it.”*

Most of these writings are primarily connected with
the Arabs of the Arabian Peninsula and their tales and
anecdotes, but they do also relate the manners of
Muslims in general - their cleanliness, hospitality and
the way they eat — and include quotations from poets,
stories about the poor and tales about the wealthy and
their lavish banquets and festive occasions. There are a
great many stories about eating one’s fill and obesity, as
well as tales about mean-spirited people and their
quirks. All this we find published and collected in books
of great literature, such as: “‘Uyan al-Akhbar by Ibn
Qutaybah, al-‘Iqd al-Farid by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbuh and
Rabi® al-Abrar by al-Zamakhshari.

Scattered here and there in biographies we find texts
about middle-class scholars and ascetics, the various
strategies they used to control their appetites and the
great patience they had to exhibit in doing so. In the
literature we also see direct and passing references to
markets found in capitals and other cities which cater
for the middle classes. One of the most amusing
examples of these texts is the Magamat Baghdad, by

26. Al-Zamakhshari, A jab al-‘Ajab T Sharh Lamiyyat al-‘Arab, ed.
Mubammad Huwwar, (Damascus, 1987), p. 75.
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Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani,” who gave a
description of the rich food offered by a grill restaurant
-on a Baghdad street. He presents a lively and amusing
story about the hero of his Magamat, ‘Isa ibn Hisham,
who tricks Abt ‘Ubayd or Abu Zayd, the naive
Bedouin, and convinces him that they are old friends.
He proceeds to prove their friendship by inviting Abi
“‘Ubayd to lunch. Al-Hamadhan1 wrote:

We were brought grilled meat dripping with juice, its
sides flowing with gravy. I said: “Cut some of this
grilled meat for Abia Zayd, then weigh him out some
of this sweetmeat, and choose something for him from
among these dishes, then cover théem with sheets of
rugaq [filo pastry] and sprinkle it all with- summag
broth.” The cook bent over his table, skilful in his
work, and ground the meat till it was like kohl and
pounded it till it was like powder. Then he and I sat
down [and ate] until we were full. I said to the
sweetmeat vender: “Weigh two pounds of lawzinaj
for Abl Zayd, because it runs down the throat most
easily and flows through the veins most effectively.
Let it be made last night, and spread out today,
delicate of skin, thick of filling, pearl-like of fat,
bright in colour, and ready to dissolve like gum before

27. Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, Sharh al-Magamat, elaborated by
Muhyi al-Din "Abd al-Hamid, (Cairo), p. 70.
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chewing.””® He weighed it out and we sat down. He
helped himself, and so did I, until it was finished.
Then I said: “How great is our need for water chilled
with ice to quench our thirst and digest these hot
morsels!”

Of course, the literary texts that include stories about
food do not give detailed descriptions of ingredients or
include the methods of cooking that cookery books de.
They only refer to the appearance of dishes, giving
artistic descriptions that are only as good as the skill of
the writer. They can only describe tastes and smells by
using appropriate imagery. Thus Abi Hayyan al-
Tawhidi described a round loaf of bread sprinkled with
black cumin seeds as the moon speckled with stars, a
morsel of which satisfied the heart’s desire; and talked
about a cheese whose sharpness made the eyes water as
when lovers were parted; walnuts that tasted sweeter
and more delicious than health running through the
body; white salt from Daran that was like minted silver;
tables that were dressed like a bride in her wedding
finery.

28. This and other expressions were used by the author of al-Risalah al-
Baghdadiyyah, see al-Risalah al-Baghdidiyyah, ed. *Abbiid al-Shaliji,
(Beirut, al-Jamal Publications), pp. 159, 163. This point could lead to a
re-examination of who actually wrote this treatise. Al-Shaliji attributed
it to Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidg; is it possible that it was actually written by
Badi’ al-Zamin al-Hamadhani?

22



In al-Risalah al-Baghdadiyyah,” which was
undoubtedly written by Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, the
author described a table laden with delicious foods of
different types, beautifully and enticingly displayed in
sequence according to their nature. This gives us a clear
idea of the generosity of dining tables on great
occasions: all resources were mustered to exhibit
largesse, there was a great variety of food and drink,
and attentive hospitality towards guests who would
therefore appreciate the kindness of their hosts. Al-
Tawhid1 started by describing the table on which the
food was laid out.

It has legs carved out of khalanj wood from Khurasan,
the sight of which is so compelling that the diner is
distracted from his meal.

Upon the table are loaves of bread sprinkled with
black cumin seeds.

The author then talks at length about the source of the -
flour and the recipe for making the bread. There are
coloured china bowls containing sharp diyniiri cheese
to stimulate the appetite, smoked daqugi olives mixed
with peeled almonds and wild thyme. The olives are

29. Al-Risalah al-Baghdadiyyah, ed. ‘Abbid al-Shaliji, p. 151.

23



spread on loaves that have been soaked in oil and
rolled into balls like hazelnuts made of amber. There
is also fried Greek cheese which, when eaten with
bread, does not make you feel full or thirsty; freshly
peeled white walnuts that taste more delicious than
health running through the body; pickled cucumber
and pickled aubergine made in pomegranate water,
which bite before they are eaten.

There are crystal bowls containing lemon water, sour
grape water, salt from Daran like minted silver,
chopped almonds, peeled pistachios, roasted sesame
seeds, karamani, camin and maraghi onions.

There are porcelain Persian bowls containing young
chickens from Kuskur; fattened chicken livers; duck
breasts with apple water; pomegranate water and
Syrian mulberries; chickens with rosewater; shelled
pistachios, almonds and caraway seeds, lemons and
other fruit. Other porcelain bowls contain different
salted fishes, such as shabbiit, yanni, surrah and gash.
There are also grilled foods: ducks from Kuskur, kid
goats from Sursur, fattened Indian chickens,
Turkoman suckling lambs, plump, as broad as they
are long, and fattened chickens.

Arranged beneath all of this are jawdhab [a dessert] in

the khishkhashr style and jawdhab with filo pastry,
rice pudding with milk and saffron sprinkled with fine
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sugar, zalabya in Cairo style, and zalabya stuffed with
pistachio paste.

The table looks like a bride in all her finery, with
bright contrasting colours and black next to white.
The roasts are rosy pink [and the rest] white as pure
Coptic linen.

When the food is lifted off the table, a cheery-faced
waiter, handsome, good humoured and wearing clean
clothes, arrives with siltani toothpicks as straight as
silver wands which the guests accept with courtesy.
Then he brings [the following scents] white ashnan;
magqagsiri sandalwood, powdered musk and camphor,
and Bengali rose drops, fit for royalty and flaming like
surf.

He then brings a brass basin without rival and a first-
rate Mu‘tadid jug of brass inlaid with silver, cast in
one piece with a slender neck, elegant handle and a
narrow spout. So people wash their hands then he
passes them Egyptian embroidered towels made of
velvet, in the Mutawakkil style.

Abl Hayyan said: “Such are the descriptions of the
tables of Iraq!”

I believe that the custom of serving a variety of dishes
of the same type, whether appetisers, cold dishes, meats
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or sweets, arose to give each guest the chance to
choose whatever he needed and whatever suited his
nature and mood, in accordance with the principles of
healthy eating prevalent at the time.

The fables in A Thousand and One Nights present
further images of food and banquets. The stories know
no bounds in listing the names and ingredients of
various foods. They tell us about the restricted diet of
the poor when the context requires, such as the story of
the Egyptian, ‘Ali al-Zaybaq,” whose diet consists of
lentils, rice, ratatouille and pomegranate seeds. They
also give elaborate descriptions of the banquets of the
wealthy. In the story of “The Porter and the Three
Maidens™" the table is laden with apples, quinces and
peaches; scented items such as jasmine, sweet basil,
privet flower, camomile, iris, lily and violets
accompany a dish of mutton; and savouries such as
pickled safflower, olives in brine and in oil, Syrian
cheese, sweetened and unsweetened pickles. There are
also pistachio kernels, raisins, shelled almonds, Iraqi
sugar cane, Ba‘albaki malban [Turkish delight],
hazelnut kernels, Cairene sweets, mushabbik, stuffed
qatayif with musk, dalalat Um-Salih, sabdniyyah,

30. Alf Layla wa Layla [One Thousand and One Nights], (Bilaq edn,
republished by al-Muthanna Library, Baghdad), vol. ii, p. 205.

31. Alf Layla wa Layla [One Thousand and One Nighis] fi Usilih al-
‘Arabiyyah al-Ula, ed. Muhsin Mahdji, (Leiden, 1984), see Nights 23 and
24, pp. 117, 127.
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aqras, ma’miniyyah, amber combs, widow’s bread,
lugmat al-gadi, kul-w-ishkur, qumay‘at al-zurafa’ and
kushaykat al-hawa. For scent, there was rosewater,
musk, frankincense, id, ambergris and scented candles
and burners.

This long list may have been used to dazzle the reader
and enrich the narrative. The dishes mentioned are,
however, names of real kinds of food, drink and scent
recorded in other texts, which explained how they were
prepared and cooked.

The second category of texts to do with cuisine are
diwans and anthologies of poetry. A number of poets
wrote about delicious and delectable dishes, with some
composing lengthy verses about the foods they had
been deprived of. Among the most famous practitioners
of this genre are ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Mu‘tazz and
Kushajim, who started out as a chef for Sayf al-Dawlah.
Ibn al-Riimi, of course,.excelled in poetic descriptions
of his cravings for the foods he longed to eat but was too
poor to buy. This type of poetic imagery appears often
in his poetry, expressing his longing for various types of
desserts, including lawzinaj, qata’if and zalabya among
others. One of his poems describing a light, cold
sandwich gives us an excellent example of the genre: as
well as using precise analogies to describe the sandwich
itself, he savours his full sensual enjoyment of the food"
and does not forget to give an excellent account of his
appetite beforehand. The poet describes himself as the
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best person ever to depict the “conglomeration of
delights” in restaurants.”

Another poet writing in this tradition was the
Egyptian Yahya ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Jazzir® in the
eighth century hijri. Al-Jazzar gives detailed
descriptions of the puddings he longs for. He writes
comic, gently mocking poems begging great men for
particular foods and bemoaning his poverty and
deprivation. Thus he gives to the poor who, lacking the
means to indulge in culinary pleasures, are limited to
plain cooking.

The third — and most important — group of texts
require a more elaborate survey, though I will give as
brief an account of them as possible.

Ibn al-Nadim, in al-Fihrist,* gives us information
about the authors of cookery books writing at the end of
the second and the beginning of the third centuries hijri.
Among them he listed physicians who wrote to satisfy
the wish of princes to understand the relationship
32. "Al ibn al-"Abbas ibn al-Riim1, Abd al-Hasan: al-Diwin, ed. Husayn
Nagsir, (Cairo, General Egyptian Book Organisation, 1981), vol. vi,

p. 2648. ,

33. Yahya Jazzdr, as his name implies, was originally a butcher. He
returned to his trade after years as a poet, saying that when he was a
butcher dogs begged at his feet while as a poet he begged at the feet of
dogs. Al-Safadi, al-WafT bi-al-Wafiyyat. 28, biography no 167 (under
preparation), ed. Ibrahim Chabbiih, (Beirut, the German Institute, 2002).
34. Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fifirist, (Beirut, Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyyah, 1996)
pp. 185, 196, 200, 231, 235, 239, 241, 493.
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between food and physical strength. Perhaps the most
unique and arresting of these is a cookery book
produced for the “Abbasid caliph al-Mu‘tadid by Ahmad
ibn al-Tayyib al-Sarakhsi,”” a pupil of the great
philosopher, al-Kindi. The book is basically a menu,
with recipes, of the food to be presented at every single
meal for every day of every month.

None of the books listed by Ibn al-Nadim has
survived in its entirety, only some paragraphs and
recipes from a book on cookery written by Prince
Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi, which were sometimes quoted
in later cookery books. Apart from this disconnected
historical material, what other specifically cuhnary
works survive to the present day?

In 1934, a small book was published in Mosul in
northern Iraq, entitled Kitab al-Tabikh which was
written by Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Baghdadi. An
English translation by A.J. Arberry was published five
years later under the title A Baghdad Cookery Book,
while the original manuscript copy, dated 623 AH, is
held in the Nir ‘Uthmaniyyah Library.* This Baghdadi
author wrote a short introduction” in which he justifies
his work with reference to the fact that God has
permitted the enjoyment of good, halal food,
uncontaminated by anything forbidden, and quotes the
35. Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, p. 422; “‘Uyan al-Anba’, vol. i, p. 215.

36. No 4710.
37. From 1B to 3A.
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Qur'anic verse, “eat of good things and do good” (Siarah
al-Mu‘minin, xxiii, verse 20). He tells how, having
come across strange and unfamiliar things in cookery
books, he has written this book for himself and for
anyone else who wishes to use it. He organises his
selection of dishes in ten chapters covering citrus fruit,
simple (or raw) food, fried and dried food, pastes and
roasts, cold dishes, fish, pickles and spicy condiments,
jawazib and akhbisah, and sweets and gqafa’if. He
comments on all these and in an introduction describes
the principles of cookery.

This booklet remained our sole guide to Muslim-Arab
culinary culture for a long time. It explains the types of
foods mentioned in the literature, and conveys their
variety and excellence. With the recent renaissance in
publishing the Arab written heritage, however, more
important works have begun to appear, giving richer
and more expressive examples of their writers’ worlds.

Morocco and Andalusia have perhaps become most
prolific in uncovering the culinary aspect of their
culture. In 1962, an anonymous text* about food at the
time of the Muwahhids in Andalusia was published by
the Spanish orientalist, Ambrosio Miranda; 1984 saw
the publication, under the supervision of Muhammad
ibn Shagriin and Professor Ihsan “Abbas, of the second

38. Published by Ambrosio Oweni Miranda in the Journal of the Institute
of Islamic Studies, Madrid, 1961-1962, vols ix and x, pp. 15-242.
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edition of Fuhalat al-Khiwan f1 Tayyibat al-Taam wa
al-Alwar by Ibn Ruzayn at-Tujaybi,” which was
written at the time of the Bani Marin state in the
Maghrib and Andalusia; and in 1986 the Arab Heritage
Institute in Aleppo published Kitab al-Wuslah ila al-
Habib fT Wasf al-Tayyibat wa al-Tib,” attributed to Ibn
al-‘Adim, in two large volumes in which the editors
give detailed explanations of the terminology of
cooking and biographies of the individuals named in the
text. This important work has been the subject of
scholarly study since the middle of the twentieth
century. Maxime Rodinson published an exhaustive
study of it in the Islamic Research Journal in 1949
under the title, “Recherches sur les documents arabes
relatifs 2 la cuisine”.* In his wide-ranging study,
Rodinson covered the most significant works relating to
cuisine and gave an important list of the best-known
writings on the subject from the the time of al-Jahiz
onwards. In 1987 in Helsinki an important work by Ibn
Sayyar al-Warraq, entitled Kitab al-Tabikh,” was
published by the Finnish Oriental Society. In spite of its
significance, covering as it does around 132 chapters

39. Muhammad ibn Shaqriin (ed.), supervised by Thsan ‘Abbas, (Beirut,
Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1984).

40. Salimah Mahjiib and Durriyyah al-Khatib (eds), (Aleppo, Ma‘had al-
Turith al-'Arabi, Aleppo University [Arab Heritage Institute], 1986).

41. Maxime Rodinson, “Recherches sur les documents arabes relatifs 2 Ia
cuisine”, Revue des études Islamiques, 1949 (Paris, 1950).

42. Ibn Sayyar al-Warraq, Kitib al-Tabikh, ed. Kaj Ohrnberg and Sahban
Muruwwah, Oriental Studies Series, no. 60, (Helsinki, Finnish Oriental
Society, 1987).
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full of descriptions of various recipes and poetry, this
book is badly printed and needs to be reprinted.

The collection of such works now available to us is
completed by Kitab Kinz al-Fawa’id f1 Tanwi® al-
Mawa’id, an anonymous text ideal both in its content
and the quality of its editing.”

This body of texts, directly related to the culinary arts,
gives us some general indications about cuisine and the
historical and cultural currents that influenced it. As’
regards their reliability, it is clear that Muhammad ibn
al-Hasan al-Baghdadi’s work of 623 AH, the first
among these texts to come to light, was not original. It
was a brief and inaccurate summary of the text of Kinz
al-Fawa’id, from which al-Baghdadi derived most of
his text, and whose introduction he copied almost word
for word, with some distortion and without referring to
his source.” The other texts are still important, the
individual works representing the locations and eras to
which they belong. Meanwhile we wait for the future to
reveal further texts.

43. Manuel Maren and David Weinz (ed.), Kitib Kinz al-Fawa’id fi
Tanwi’ al-Mawai’id, Islamic Publications no. 40, (Beirut, German
Oriental Society, 1413AH/1993AD).

44, Compare the introduction in Kinz al-Fawa’id, p. 5, with al-
Baghdadi’s introduction written in his own handwriting explaining how
the material was completed with more recent handwriting in the margins
on how errata were corrected.
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These texts have altered dur view of the approach to
food in different parts of the vast Muslim world and
have demonstrated to a great extent the significance of
the developments in customs related to food in the
Arabian Peninsula and, subsequently, in the Levant.
The impact of the “Abbasid era is evident as it opened
up food culture to new traditions from Mesopotamia,
Iran and various other lands in northern and eastern
Asia and the countries to the west that were all to
become part of the Muslim world. We see ample
evidence for this in the descriptions of food recorded in
cookery books. One of the most important contributions
of these texts is that they link dishes to their home
countries or to the persons they were created for, thus
laying out before researchers a clear map of the
movement and interaction of culinary ideas.

In Ibn al-"‘Adim's Kitab al-Wuslah ila al-Habib f1
Wasf al-Tayyibat wa al-Tib, we read about Maghribi
dishes, such as couscous, as well as those from other
places, including Turcoman hats, Ikhmimiyyah (from
Ikhmim in Upper Egypt), Qahiriyyah (from Cairo),
Egyptian fillets, Kurj1 fillets, Frinji (European) grills,
Arab fillets, Skandari (from Alexandria), ‘amal al-Riim
(made by Greeks), Mutawakkiliyyah (made for the
Caliph al-Mutawakkil), al-nidd, which was an incense
used by Ibn al-Aghlab in Kairouan, Barmaki incense,
and preparation of rose-water as described in the Kitab
al-Ttr (The Book of Fragrances) written for the Caliph
al-Mu‘tagim.
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Ibn al-Sayyar’s book on cookery is an important,
comprehensive and well-organised text with a lucid
introduction. It can be placed in the fourth century
AH/tenth century AD and was written for a local ruler
and prefaced:

I was asked to write for you — may God grant you a
long life — a book in which I would collect for you the
types of food made for kings, caliphs and lords. I have
produced for you an honest and noble book ... that
brings together all types of foods, and have thus saved
you the trouble of referring to books written by
ancient phllosophers about preparing healthy and
nourishing dishes.”

The book was therefore a synthesis of different material
in which recipes were integrated with literary
descriptions and discussions of the properties of foods.

Despite the obvious Iranian origins of the dishes, the
sources of foods and their names are confined to Iraq
and the personalities related to Iraq, such as Ja‘far al-
Barmaki; the dishes made by Umm al-Fadl for al-
Mahdi, Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi and al-Ma’miun; the
dishes produced by Abu Samin for al-Wathiq; the
dishes selected by al-Rashid; a description of the
characteristics of food colouring from the copy of al-
Mu‘tamid and that of al-Wathiq; food colouring from

45. Al-Tabikh, p. 3.
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Isfahan, and another attributed to Ibn Maswiyyah; a
compendium of rice recipes for al-Mutawakkil; Ibrahim
ibn al-Mahd1’s zirbajah (compendium of soups) which
he made for al-Mu‘tasim; another for al-Ma’miin and
an asfidaj for Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi.

Ibn al-Sayyar kept the promise he made in his preface
and confined himself to the foods of kings and princes.
But were Ibn al-Sayyar’s recipes really based in
Baghdad, the seat of the ‘Abbasid caliphs, or did the
city’s élites reformulate imported recipes and change
their provenance, as proud historical capitals are prone
to do?

Just as wide ranging and well written as Ibn al-
Sayyar’s cookery book is Kitab Kinz al-Fawa’id fi
Tanwi® al-Mawa’id, except that the modern edition of
the latter is of a better standard of accuracy and editing.
The text itself also escapes the confines of its birthplace
and ranges widely into other cities and provinces. It
mentions the cooking of Syria, Bighdad and Mosul, the
Maghrib and Andalusia, Yemen, Greece, Georgia,
Assiut, Nubia, Alexandria, Nablus, Ishmim, Turkey,
Cairo and of the Kurds. It includes dishes named after
personalities like Ma’miniyyah, Mutawakkiliyyah,
Buraniyyah, Ibrahimiyyah and Zaynab’s fingers, as
well as names indicating an Iranian origin, such as
zirbaj, falidhaj, tabahjah, sikbaj, etc.
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Whether the author of the book was Egyptian,
Levantine or Iraqi, he recorded the story of the
interaction of cultures in peoples’ lives through travel
and migration.

On the western edge of the Muslim world, the
Andalusians, like other Muslims, recorded various
aspects of their culture. One anonymous text gives us
interesting historical and cultural information,
mentioning what used to be made in Marrakesh in the
home of the Muwahhid prince, Abi Yasuf al-Mansir,
as well as foods known during the time of the Umayyad
caliph, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Nasir, and dishes from the
cities of western Andalusia, such as Seville, Cordova
and Jerez.*

The book exhibits great openness in looking beyond
Andalusia and attributing recipes to the places in which
they were created. It includes royal Sanhaji, of a type
mentioned by al-Razi and of an Egyptian type;
descriptions of Zirbajah, Ja'fariyyah, and Marwaziyyah
(dishes from Africa and Egypt), a recipe for Ibn al-
Mahdi, ‘Abbasi chicken, Ibrahimi chicken, Barmaki
san‘ah, Egyptian poussin, Sukkariyyah described by

46. Al-Tabikh f1 al-Maghrib wa al-Andalus, p. 213.
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Abi °Ali al-Baghdadi,” ‘amal al-Qahiriyyat (from
Cairo), Sicilian tafaya, Sicilian maslig, Iranian
triangles, ‘Umani ‘amal, Ziryabi bagliyyah, Burani
san‘ah, lamtiniyyah, methods of cooking rice in eastern
countries, Toledo recipes, Tunisian cakes, date cakes
from Africa and Sicilian recipes. Some of the dishes
described in the text still bear the same names today.

One of the most intriguing recipes in the book
describes a roast calf cooked for Sayyid Abi al-"Ala’ in
Bisabteh:®

A sheep, goose, chicken, baby pigeon, starling and
sparrow are all prepared, cleaned and grilled.

The sheep is then basted with the gravy of these
animals and stuffed with them, its opening being
sewn up with them inside. It is then placed in the
oven and cooked. Then it is stuffed into a prepared
and cleaned calf, which is then itself sewn shut and
placed in the oven until cooked.

We note that it was a custom among the people of

Andalusia® that whoever was the first to find the
47. Al-Tabikh fi al-Maghrib, p. 91. Aba "Al1 al-Baghdiidi may be Abd
*Ali al-Qali who left for Andalusia, carrying with him books written by
people in the Arab east. Some of these he sold in Kairouan before
travelling on to Cordova where he taught people about cooking. See al-
Fihrist by Abi Bakr ibn Khayr al-Umaw1 al-Ishbili, ed. Ibrahim al-
Abyari, (al-Maktabah al-Andalusiyyah, no. 9; Dar al-Kitab al-Misri; Dar
al-Kitab al-Lubnini, 1989), vol. ii, pp. 511, 523.

48. Al-Tabikh fT al-Maghrib, pp. 22, 23.

49. Al-Tabikh fT al-Maghrib, p. 26.
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sheep’s brain brought it out onto the table and did not
taste it until he had first offered it to his host and the
others eating with him.

In addition to all this information, cookery books in
general could be used to make descriptive lexicons of
types of foods, names of birds and fishes, utensils used
in cooking and preserving, and the terminology used in
each of these fields. We must therefore add philology to
the list of the aspects of cuisine that are to be studied.

* % %

We shall conclude this talk with a subject with which all
writings on cookery begin: cleanliness. This includes
the cleanliness of the cook,” especially in cutting his
nails and washing his hands frequently, and also the
cleanliness of pots and pans. Some writers even
maintained that pottery should not be used for cookery
more than once, while others believed pots and pans
should be replaced every day or every few days,
because old food might cling to them and spoil the dish
being cooked or even be bad for health. A king’s chef
once cooked a sakbajah of meat with vinegar,” which
was very good and had an excellent smell, quite unlike
anything his guests had experienced before. When they
asked him the secret, he said

50. Kinz al-Fawa’id; p. 5; Ibn al-Sayyar, Tabikh, p. 8, Fidalat al-Khiwan,
p. 3L
51. Ibn al-Sayyar, al-Tabikh, p. 9.
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Do you suppose that the dishes cooked in the sultan’s
kitchen are different from those you already know? Or
_is it not simply vinegar, pulses, meat, aubergine,
pumpkin, saffron and similar foods? No, the
important thing is the cleanliness of the food and the
cleanliness of the cooking pots [achieved by] correct
washing before cooking and after they are emptied.

Andalusians’ used to say that while some people
believed that food was all the better if it had never been
seen before it was brought to the table, they did not
believe this. To them, the best food was food that they
had seen and touched, in which they had confidence and
trust, having known how it was prepared.*

A suspicion of a chef’s neglect of the principles of
cleanliness prompted many caliphs and kings to order
that their food be cooked in their presence. Some even
felt compelled to cook their own food and became
familiar with cooking, writing many books on the
subject. This group includes Ahmad ibn al-Mu‘tasim,
Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi, Yahya ibn Khalid, al-Mu‘tamid
and “Abd Alldh ibn Talha, as well as numerous scholars,
physicians, writers, wazirs and other members of the
elite.

Cleanliness was also always one of the principal
requisites of good table manners. Hands had to be

52. Al-Tabikh fi al-Maghrib wa al-Andulus, p. 79.
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washed before and after eating. There is an anecdote
about a man who used to spend a long time washing his
hands, saying that the time spent in washing hands
should equal the time spent eating with them.

Formal rules governing food and ingredients covered
such areas as inspection of kitchens and the equipment
and utensils used therein to ensure, for example, that
spices were stored in glass containers.” Basic rules were
also laid down for kitchens so that smoke did not affect
the taste of dishes: fireplaces were to be oblong and
sloping to control burning and to allow air to be drawn
in easily and smoke to leave, the best fireplaces being
half the height of a man.*

* ¥k %

Cookery books are not only expressions of the times in
which they were written, they are also repositories of
past traditions. Recipes may go through a process of
evolution and renewal, with changes being recorded in
the selection of ingredients, but, they are, in themselves,
a product of past and continuing traditions. Some have
even remained unaltered in every detail down to the
present day.

53. Ibn al-Sayyar, al-Tabikh, p. 12.
54. Tbn al-Sayyar, al-Tabikh, p. 12.



Obviously capital cities, with their concentration of
wealth and power, have enjoyed a privileged position in
absorbing outside influences and new foods — with all
their characteristics and uses — that arrive with
newcomers from other regions and cities. These
movements certainly explain the variety of foods
available in the towns. Makkah (with the Makkah
earthenware pots that were renowned for their quality)
was the greatest centre of such variety. The diversity of
individuals and peoples who came to the city, each
bringing their own traditions and ways of life, left its
imprint. From such traces we can decipher and reveal
the network of mutual interaction and cross-fertilisation
that binds the Muslim world together.

¥ %k %k

This brief review has not looked at specific periods nor
at the social make-up of any one country or region nor,
indeed, at the various similar styles of cuisine to be
found in different places. Further detailed research must
specify times and places and look at whether or not
foodstuffs were widely avaible to all classes of society:
the urban upper classes, villagers both with and without
access to markets, nomadic tribes and desert and oasis
dwellers.

41



The study of food should cover:

(i) The role of agriculture, based on river and
groundwater irrigation, in providing the raw materials
of food and in influencing people’s lives.

(ii) The links between different parts of the Muslim
world through communication networks, which also
connected it to the outside world, as has been amply
illustrated by books of historical geography.

(iii) The production of food and cooking containers
made of metal and, more especially, pottery and
porcelain. This topic covers artistic traditions which
have already been the subject of extensive academic
research.

(iv) The books dealing with the effects of food and
their medicinal uses, a subject which has been much
written about and which came to represent a general
cultural knowledge among most Muslims, although
much of it is at variance with modern science.

(v) The accounts given by Muslim physicians of the
roles played by the senses of taste and smell in cookery
and food appreciation, as well as the role of spices in the
preparation of food.

(vi) Texts on cuisine, which can be divided into three
categories: literary, poetic and factual.

Given proper attention, such research could make an

important contribution to the study of food and cuisine
in the Muslim world.
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